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Abstract 
An increasing number of graduates, especially from public institutes of higher learning in Malaysia are unemployed. A degree 
can no longer be regarded as an automatic passport to employment. What are the causes for this state of affairs? Is this because
the job market is getting more competitive? Or are the current batch of job seekers and graduates unmarketable? It is not prudent
to blame the graduates entirely for their predicament. It is crucial to find out whether the courses offered at the universities, 
adequately prepare them with the right blend and attitude to compete in the job market. Hence, it is important to study whether
UKM graduates are equipped with sufficient communication skills and the basic research knowledge to fulfill the needs of the 
prospective employers. As a preliminary study, this paper will report on what graduates from The School of Language Studies 
and Linguistics share about their experiences with employers during their Industrial training and propose strategies to address
these issues. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer reviewed under responsibility of the UKM Teaching and Learning 
Congress 2011. 
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1. Introduction 
The increasing unemployment rate among graduates from public universities in Malaysia has made news 
headlines recently. Earning a degree does not guarantee automatic entry into employment. Why is this so? Is this 
because the job market is getting more competitive? Or is it because current job seekers and graduates do not have 
the required skills and knowledge and, thus, are not marketable?  
Most jobs today require not only the right knowledge but also the much needed soft skills fluency in language, 
interpersonal communication, wisdom, and maturity. Employers find it a challenge to hire graduates with these 
qualities and more so graduates with the ability to communicate fairly well in English. Malaysia being a trading 
nation, English Language skills are an essential part in the context of globalisation. Therefore, employers regard 
fluency in the English language as vital. It can help to boost one's career potential and be an invaluable asset to any 
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organization. This is also because we are a multi-ethnic and multi-lingual society and our institutions are part of a
larger global system whereby interaction with foreign organizations is essential. 
With a shift in the Malaysian economy’s focus from manufacturing to services, the manpower needs also change. 
There is now more emphasis on the right technical knowledge and soft skills such as interpersonal communication 
and language skills. Employers have also cited declining fluency in the English language as a major weakness 
among the current batch of graduates. A 2005 government survey found that about 60,000 university graduates were 
unemployed.  
Our study is timely considering the Malaysian government’s current focus in addressing the issue of 
employability of graduate students. The purpose of this on-going study was to investigate whether graduating 
students from the BAELS programme have attained a certain level of competence in English language and in 
research skills to face the employers during the Industrial Training. 
2. Literature Review 
There is an increase in the number of public universities. Private university and university colleges have also 
mushroomed offering specific market-oriented courses. On the other hand, students lack proper guidance when 
applying for jobs. It is also noted that job seekers are becoming choosy. All these factors contribute to the 
unemployment problem among Malaysian graduates. However, it is not accurate to solely blame the graduates 
predicament.  
Educators must be prepared to broaden their pedagogical role beyond passing on theoretical and practical 
knowledge in order to prepare students for the 21st century job market. They need to educate their students to 
become efficient and effective information seekers and users (Popescu & Popescu, 2003). Robinson (2000) believes 
that employability skills are teachable skills and may be taught in both schools and employment settings. Therefore, 
the authority should set goals and objectives for teaching employability skills. Furthermore, she suggests that 
instructions should be designed to ensure goals and objectives are attainable. 
Employability is not just about getting a job after completion of studies. Harvey (2003) notes employability 
means more than that. Students need to develop the right attributes, techniques or experience to enable them to get 
jobs, or to progress in a current career. It is about learning and the emphasis is less on ‘employ’ and more on 
‘ability’. Harvey places emphasis on developing critical, reflective abilities, with a view to empowering and 
enhancing the learner. Dacre Pool & Sewell (2007) regard employability as having a set of skills, knowledge, 
understanding and personal attributes that make individuals more likely to choose and secure successful jobs which 
benefit them, the workforce, the community and the economy. 
Education about conducting research must start at the undergraduate level. Emphasis in research skills 
development is increasingly seen as an underlying principle of undergraduate programmes (Katkin, 2003). Students 
value opportunity for conducting research, seeing research experience as a means to establish professional 
credibility, gain skills, acquire specific mindsets, and confirm future career plans (Seymour et al. 2004). 
The findings of a research by Murdoch-Eaton (2010) involving focus group interviews with undergraduate 
medical students recognize the benefits of research experience. However, there is a need for a realistic 
understanding of the research process.  
A collaborative study cum workshop on training to increase knowledge for research methods by several 
Australian Universities (Reid et al., 2008)  shows a positive impact on research experience, and  skills prior to and 
after the workshop where the participants (general practitioners) indicated high interest in undertaking research. 
Although the earlier discussion focuses on medical undergraduates, it must be clearly noted the notion of research is 
similar in other undergraduate programmes. 
Ogbeide (2006) uses an employability skills instrument to assess the self-perceived level of competence at 
performing some basic skills needed for careers in the hospitality industry. A total of 85 students participated in this 
study. Students with work experience perceived themselves to have higher competence in using proper grammar, 
spelling, and punctuation and functioning at an optimal level of performance. Female students perceived themselves 
to be better at prioritizing problems, listening attentively and responding to the comments of others during a 
conversation. Students with internship experience believe they have higher competence in conveying information 
one-to-one, making effective business presentations, working well with fellow employee, establishing good rapport 
with subordinates and delegating work to peers. 
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In Malaysia, the New Economic Model (NEM) was developed for transforming Malaysia from a middle income 
to an advanced nation by 2020. Malaysia wants to be a developed and competitive economy whose people enjoy a 
high quality of life having attained a high level of income which is the result of growth that is both inclusive and 
sustainable by 2020. 
To achieve this Malaysia must revert to sustained and systematic programmes to give students the high level of 
English proficiency required to compete in the global market. However data from the Ministry of Higher Education 
Ministry shows that about a quarter of graduates from local universities remained unemployed six months upon 
completion of study in 2008. Employers have also cited that the declining levels in English language as the main 
reason.
English language proficiency and the capability in accessing global knowledge are seen as crucial competencies 
by existing employers and these two competencies are needed for both the growth and progress of the individuals 
working in the corporation and as well as for the competitiveness of a corporation. According to Sharifah Hapsah 
(2008) there are quite a number of students who are not able to make proper sentences in English. She further states 
that the ones with good proficiency in the language distance themselves from speaking because they lack 
confidence.   
This calls for a crucial reason to study whether our graduates are equipped with the skills required to join the job 
market. Do the courses offered to them during their study at the School of Language Studies and Linguistics 
(SOLLS) UKM, specifically students in the BAELS (Bachelor of Arts majoring in English Language Studies), 
prepare them to pass and equip them as graduates with the right blend attitude, qualities and knowledge to face the 
job market? Do they have fair spoken and written knowledge and basic research knowledge to fulfill the need of the 
prospective employers? 
3. Methodology 
Participants were informed about this research via e-mail and a brief introduction and the questionnaire were 
posted. After several reminders via emails and telephone calls, the response rate for the questionnaire was poor. 
Hence, we chose a purposeful sampling with a total of seven students from the batch of BA ELS who graduated 
recently (2011/2012) and these students volunteered to be interviewed. They were interviewed in pairs using in-
depth interview questions to find out their experiences during the Industrial Training (IT).  
Student 1 was a receptionist at a four star hotel in her hometown, Miri, Sarawak. Student 2 was posted to a 
primary school in Kelantan to teach English.  Student 3 taught English in a private institution in Seremban. Student 
4 and 5 did their industrial training in a school in Nilai, Seremban. Student 6 did her industrial training in a bank in 
Kuala Lumpur and Student 7 worked as an administrative assistant in a company.   
The interview questions were designed based on the quantitative instrument (the questionnaire). The interview 
questions were on three focused areas, namely English language skills, research skills and their experiences during 
the IT.  
As for the English language skills, students were asked to report on how much of the English skills acquired from 
the courses at SOLLS helped them in their spoken and written tasks at work. Whether they were confident in 
situations where they were required to conduct group discussions, participate in meetings and make presentations. 
As for Research Skills, students were asked whether the research methodology courses were adequate in 
providing the required skills to carry out research at the work place. They were requested to express whether they 
preferred quantitative or qualitative research approaches, how they would select samples and their understanding of 
research ethics. 
As for their industrial training experiences, the students were asked on the duration given for this training, the 
challenges they faced during the IT and the relevance of the courses in the BAELS programme in facing the real 
world. 
4. Findings and Discussion 
The findings from the interviews will be reported according to the three focus areas namely English language 
skills, Research skills and experiences and challenges during Industrial Training.  
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4.1 English language skills 
Student 1 reported that there was not much writing to do. There was a log book where she had to write daily 
reports. She needed to write only simple sentences in the log book. Sometimes the management would ask her to 
look through some vouchers for customers to make sure that they were error free.
 It’s not about the content but just the grammatical part and choice of words. 
Sometimes when I go through the log book, the sentences written in English are actually really bad. 
                                                                                                   Student 1 
Student 2 said that she did not use English much when she taught in the school although she was an English 
teacher. This did not come as a surprise to her because she went through similar experience as a student in her 
primary and secondary school. 
   
When I tried, to use simple English with my students they will start to whine and complain that they don’t 
understand so I have to revert to BM.  
 Student 2 
She complained that the environment did not motivate her to use English. The environment that she was in 
indirectly influenced her in not using the language. This was not only obvious in the classroom but outside the 
classroom as well. She did not communicate in English with staffs in the school. Instead she used the Kelantanese 
dialect to communicate with the teachers and the headmistress. There was no writing to do. 
Students 3, 4, and 5 unanimously agreed that BAELS programme had given them confidence and they had more 
opportunities to attend job interviews.  
Student 5 said: 
… anywhere you go no matter what fields or what company you go to they would still look for English people with 
English language background. I mean as much as the world needs doctors, they need linguists as well. I think we 
are marketable.
Student 7 said that English was very important when she was working in a bank, dealing with customers. Written 
language was very important because she had to reply customers’ emails. She had to word the mails carefully so as 
to satisfy the bank customers. 
So usually what happens at  the workplace is that everybody forwards  their emails to me to reply. 
You see when you have, the foundation in English writing and wording letters, making it sound nice to the reader is 
very important especially when you are dealing with customers. 
Student 7 
Proficiency in English was not a problem for these students in competing in the working environment. Courses 
offered in the English language programme, mainly on acquiring the right usage on English helped these students to 
a great extent. Some of the students were appreciated by the employers during IT for their language competency in 
English. This is however, seen differently in research skills. These students did not have the chance to make use of 
the knowledge learned in research methodology course due to the nature of the work given to them.  
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4.2 Research Skills 
Student 3, 4 and 5 did not share anything on research skills. This is because they did not have any opportunity to 
carry out research at their workplace during IT. However most of them claimed that they were more comfortable 
doing a simple research using qualitative approach.  
These students also felt that the research methodology course helped them a great deal to conduct research and 
that the course was useful to them.  
…taught us how we need to analyze a study, how to find out the samples and by using the samples how we need to 
carry out the research.
Student 3  
I know how to write the statement of the problem so from there I can I write the objectives of the research and 
slowly go to the methodology and also the literature review so I mean I know the basics of how to conduct the 
research.  
Student 4 
Student 4 believes in doing both quantitative and qualitative approaches. 
I prefer qualitative because I believe quantitative, hmmm you see when you give out  questionnaires, let’s say you 
give out 1000 questionnaires, you only get 200 back which is not very reliable and furthermore they’ll just do it in 
like, they don’t like doing questionnaires 
Because in interviews, people are more relaxed, they can just talk whatever want and I feel that is more reliable.
Student 5 
Yes, I had problems in quantitative date because I didn’t know how to use the software.
Student 6 
Because qualitative, the reason why I like qualitative is because I am a more text kind of person. I love doing 
document analysis; you know all these like critical discourse analysis.
Student 7 
These students were aware of the processes involved in conducting a research and they were certain about using 
the approaches involved. Besides, students were aware of the data collection methods. Having equipped with both 
the skills English language skills and research skills, these students did not face any problems in their IT. In the next 
section students’ expressed their opinion on how IT should be done and carried out and some challenges faced by 
them. 
4.3 Industrial Training 
All the students interviewed, voiced that they would like the IT period to be increased. They felt that the period 
was too short for them to adapt to the new working culture. 
….like in some other faculties, they have their Industrial Training for 6 month.engineering, economics and FTSM.
Students 3 and 4    
These students also expressed their view that UKM should be more selective in choosing the Institutions for IT 
before allowing students to decide. Some of the institutions where these students had to report for IT were not 
related to their course. 
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UKM must be more selective like journalism, education and the jobs must be related to language.
Student 3
Student 7 explained that UKM should select companies especially Multinational companies and other reliable 
links to channel their undergraduates for their internship. She said that it will look good on their resumes once they 
complete their IT. 
Students 4 and 5 suggested that Fundamentals in language teaching and learning should contain some 
components of how to teach - Like how to teach vocabulary and grammar. Although we had some exposure to go to 
schools to do some projects but they were not teaching per se. This is important because the school questions us as 
to why we go to schools for IT.
 …. BA ELS programme . It is very good I think but some teaching element should be put in as well. I know 
we are not teachers but like when we went to schools we had one problem they keep asking us - are we teachers?
Student 5 
Student 6 disagreed about sending student to schools to do this internship as the degree is not an education 
degree. However, Student 5 said: 
    
We just wanted to gain a new experience because we know that later on after we get our degree; we wouldn’t be in 
schools just that we wanted to go to primary schools because it will be a whole lot of new and different experience 
altogether but
Student 7 shared an experience about going to a Translation Agency.  
 It was an eye opener for us because they actually looked down on us. They didn’t think that we were capable 
enough to translate the books. So what they did was they just gave us one chapter out of one whole book, they just 
gave us one chapter and they said, okay go and try translating this. There were 4 of us. So like it was like quite 
insulting because 4 of us working on one chapter. 
 Student 7
According to Student 7, the officer in charge was impressed with their translation work. Therefore Student 7 
suggested that more courses should be tailored to allow for internship. Students should not wait for IT. Besides 
translation courses, she also suggested that foreign language courses should encourage sending students to foreign 
embassies for internship. Some international schools in Malaysia also offer internship to students. 
5. Limitations of the study 
Firstly, there were only seven participants in this study and these students were quite proficient in English 
because they were from BAELS programme. Hence, English skills might not have been a major issue for them. The 
types of environment during the IT like the schools they were sent to may not have required them to really practise 
their research skills. 
6. Implications and conclusion 
Spoken and written skills in English are important as many corporate organizations are using English as the 
medium of communication to meet global demands and challenges. Proficiency in English was not seen as a major 
problem to these students. This is because being ELS students they have attained some required level to speak and 
write well. Respondents in this study were quite confident in their language skills except that some of them did not 
manage to be in the right organization to enable them to practise their English language. Hence the data obtained via 
interviews with the respondents will be useful to propose better guidelines when designing future courses. Courses 
taught at the university should take into consideration tasks or projects that will cater for learning and practising 
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employability skills to ensure our students are aware and prepared when entering the real world. As for the research 
skills, the students reported that they did not put this into use at the workplace as there were no requirements to carry 
out research. Students viewed the Industrial training positively and they voiced that the IT gave them opportunities 
to improve their employability profiles by not only focusing on their academic skills achievement but also 
improving their personality and soft skills. More investigations of such nature may be necessary with students from 
other faculties or disciplines to find out their experiences and challenges in terms of English Language skills during 
their IT.  
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